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PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL
MANAGEMENT: A CASE STUDY
PAUL WILKINSON*

INTRODUCTION
There is mounting evidence from such diverse fields as environmental quality, urban transportation, education, native peoples'
affairs and urban renewal that planning and decisionmaking processes
dominated by industry, government "experts" and politicians no
longer work.
Toronto's Spadina Expressway provides perhaps the most
dramatic example of such a failure.' As a result of mounting public
pressure, the Ontario Cabinet stopped construction of the halffinished Spadina (or William R. Allen) Expressway and prohibited
half-finished sections from being completed. Whether or not the
Ontario Government's decision to stop the expressway was good or
bad, it is difficult to imagine a decision process generating such an
unappealing set of alternatives at the eleventh hour. By deciding not
to complete the expressway, the government wasted a huge capital
investment, failed to provide a solution to the traffic problem (and,
indeed, created new problems), and further strained the relationship
between Metropolitan Toronto and the provincial government. Had
the decision been made to complete all or part of the expressway,
however, the human and environmental costs, as perceived by: large
number of citizens, would have been enormous. The project failed to
solve the problems it was designed to solve; it failed to achieve its
goals and objectives; and it created many more new problems. Either
the expressway should never have been started, or it should have
been completed. The planning process failed largely because it did
not adequately include the public in the decisionmaking. There were
no available mechanisms by means of which the public could have
adequately participated in the planning and decisionmaking process;
confrontation and political pressure were the only avenues left open
to the public. As a result, ad hoc public interest groups formed to
fight on both sides of the issue; the pressure from the antiexpressway faction was greater and forced the government's hand.
*Professor of Environmental Studies, York University, Downsview, Ontario.
1. For a detailed description, see D. Nowland & N. Nowland, The Bad Trip: The Untold
Story of the Spadina Expressway (1970).
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The problem at the heart of such planning failures is the rejection
of the traditional problem solving mechanisms themselves. Many
people appear no longer willing to tolerate unilateral decisionmaking
by institutions but feel they must involve themselves personally in
the events of the day, trust their own feelings, and make their own
judgments. In these terms, therefore, planning failures represent an
authority crisis-"a questioning of the legitimacy of both the
decisionmakers themselves, and the traditional decisionmaking
process." 2 In many cases concerned members of the public do not
just want a particular institution to redo its planning by giving higher
priority to environmental and human criteria, but instead want
government to change the decisionmaking mechanism itself.
As Szablowski points out, however, the notion of participation
presumes a degree of responsiveness on the part of the structure
which is open to participation.' Therefore, rather than discussing
participation in isolation, it is more appropriate to consider participation/responsiveness as an interactional sequence between the insiders
(participants by definition) and the outsiders. If a decisional unit is
unresponsive, or if there is pressure from the outside for greater
participation, the formal rules governing access to the planning and
decisionmaking system have become inadequate. Two purposes are
served by these rules:
1. To limit excessive access which, if permitted, would destroy
the decisional unit; and
2. To facilitate a degree of access which, if not allowed, would
cut the unit off from the reality outside.
Total participation equals total responsiveness and means destruction
of the structure. No participation equals no responsiveness and
means absolute sublimation of the structure. Participation, then, can
be seen as a degree of access viewed by those outside the decisional
unit, and responsiveness as a degree of access viewed by those inside
the unit. The rules governing access become inadequate when there is
a wide gap between these two perceptions. Obviously, the participation/responsiveness interaction is not an objective but a perceptual
phenomenon for both the public and the government planners and
decisionmakers-the outsiders and the insiders. Given the definition
of the situation, perfect congruence between these two perceptions is
impossible. The problem is to make the gap as small as possible.
2. J. Graham, Reflections on a Planning Failure 4 (A submission prepared for the Solandt

Commission on the Ontarior Hydro-Electric Corporation 1972).
3. G. Szablowski, The Public Bureaucracy and the Possibility of Citizen Involvement in
the Government of Ontario, 18-19. (A Report prepared for the Ontario Committee on
Government Productivity 1971).

January 1976)

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

THE CONCEPT OF OPEN PLANNING
The question arises as to the nature of public participation programs which would be accepted by all sides and incorporate the
essential features needed for the success of such efforts.
There are three functional categories of participation:
education/information
review/reaction
interaction/dialogue.
Each function is an integral part of the planning and decisionmaking
process. Various participation mechanisms can be classified as performing one of these three functions, but the degree of participation
involved in each mechanism is a function of the nature of both the
mechanism itself and the given situation. 4 The logical conclusion,
therefore, is that no single participation mechanism can constitute a
"public participation program," nor will any one combination of
mechanisms be appropriate in every case. The trend in developing
public participation programs should be toward a variety of mechanisms to perform each of the three functions and flexibility to meet
the needs of a given situation.
The concept of open planning would seem to involve these important elements. It is easier to describe open planning than to define
it.' The process of open planning must be highly flexible in order to
deal with different needs in different places and exploratory, particularly in the initial stages, so that it can be improved and refined. As
indicated in Figure 1, in the first phase of open planning plans are
submitted to appropriate government bodies at all levels for comment and then to interest groups and the general public. After this
detailed information is presented and explained to them any interested parties are given opportunities through appropriate mechanisms
to provide information to the planners on special constraints,
environmental concerns, weighting factors, official plans, future land
use plans, local attitudes, historical sites and buildings, special natural
features, etc.-anything that was not mentioned in the original plans
or was not emphasized sufficiently. The nature of the meetings and
discussions during this phase is largely a function of the nature and
size of the concerned parties, whether they be elected officials,
4. For example, public meetings may perform an education/information function, but
usually allow for little real participation in planning and decisionmaking. Public hearings
may be an opportunity for review/reaction and for a higher degree of participation, while
workshops consisting of planners and public would serve an interaction/dialogue function
and have more potential for being truly participatory.
5. 0. Solandt, The Solandt Commission Interim Report, 34-36 (A report prepared for
the Ontario government).
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government agencies, industries, groups, or individuals. Following
these discussions, the new information is incorporated into the data
base and plans are revised in line with this public input. An interim
report is prepared, detailing a number of alternatives as identified by
both planners and public and evaluating them by means of a variety
of techniques and from all points of view. After review by government this report is presented to the public for detailed discussion. A
choice-or ranking of choices-is made, and finally, the recommended alternative is described in a final report. At the same time,
the report is made public and submitted to government. The public is
then given a final opportunity to react to the plan before the government agency responsible formally reviews it and authorizes or forbids
it to proceed. It would seem appropriate to suggest that the final
stage of hindsight reviews should be included to monitor the success
of the project and to provide useful input for future plans. (See
Figure 1.)
It is quite obvious that open planning as a goal is far from the
usual flow of activities in the planning process. In some cases the law
requires that the public be allowed to become involved in the planning process through some type of commission or public hearing. In
by far the majority of instances, however, the only information submitted to the public is a superficial outline of the final form of some
project, as agreed upon by the appropriate government bodies and
the developer, whether that be government or industry. Rarely are
details of planning and alternatives and their evaluation included in
that presentation. Even more rarely has the public been given an
opportunity to participate in the planning process before this stage.
Often the only outlet for public input is confrontation. The result
may or may not be a review of the plans, and the public may or may
not have the opportunity to participate in that review. This ad hoc
procedure is time consuming, expensive, and an inefficient use of
human and physical resources; moreoever, it is harmful to the creation of a spirit of public government cooperation and trust.
Open planning is not an illusory, idealistic goal. A slightly less
complete version than described above is now part of the procedure
for water resource planning by the United States Army Corps of
Engineers. 6 Similarly, the Solandt Commission 7 has recommended
that the Ontario Hydro-Electric Commission adopt open planning; in
fact, revised plans for the Nanticoke-Pickering Transmission Corridor
are now being devised using this method.'
6. A. Bishop, Public Participation in Water Resources Planning, (Report prepared for the
U.S. Army Engineer Institute for Water Resources 1970).
7. A. Solandt, supra note 5, at 36.
8. Task Force Hydro's Second Report, Hydro in Ontario: An Approach to Organization
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FIGURE 1
Schematic Diagram of Open Planning
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Such a concept of open planning, however, goes beyond the
stipulation of most planning processes, including, for example, the
Ontario Planning Act which states that
..every planning board shall... hold public meetings and publish
information for the purpose of obtaining the participation and
co-operation of the inhabitants of the planning area in determining
or matters affecting the development of
the solutions of problems
9
the planning area.
As Bregha points out, the public participation foreseen by the Act is
information-feedback and, to some extent, consultation.' 0 Obviously, open planning goes beyond those limitations. Moreover, the
Act addresses itself only to land use planning (physical planning), not
the broader type of planning which includes both environment and
services. In addition, it deals only with incorporated areas, thus
excluding much of northern Ontario. There seems to be a case, therefore, for this Planning Act and other similar acts to be revised in line
with the broader concept of public participation, described as open
planning.
The remainder of this paper will present a case study of an
attempt by a public interest group to participate in the planning and
decisionmaking process and a comparison of that case study with the
hypothetical model of open planning presented above. The points of
similarity and discrepancy will then be noted and used to provide an
analysis of the role of public participation in the planning and
decisionmaking process. Finally, comments will be made on the need
for policy.
THE LACLU CAMPERS' ASSOCIATION AND "THE FARM
TRAILER PARK": A CASE STUDY
The case study to be examined concerns an attempt by a property
owners association to try to involve the Province of Ontario in lakeshore land use planning and regulation. A private developer wanted to
construct a trailer park on a lake which other local property owners
felt was already overcrowded and suffering from a serious eutrophication situation. The property owners were not against private
development per se but against further development on a large scale
(1972) (Report to the Ontario Executive Council on Hydro in Ontario, Report No. 2),
subsequent to Solandt's preliminary report, supra note 5, agrees with Solandt's recommendation that Ontario Hydro should develop a system of open planning for all its projects.
9. R.S.O. c. 249, s. 10-(l)-(b) (1970).
10. F, Bregha, Public Participation in Planning Policy and Programme, 23 (A report
prepared for and published by the Community Development Branch, Community Services
Division, Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services 1973).
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on their particular lake. They argued that there were many other
lakes nearby which were not overcrowded and were better suited for
such a park. One could argue that such a view was a selfish one, but
the perjorative connotation of that view is lessened by the fact that
various provincial government agencies officially agreed that the lake
was overcrowded and that eutrophication was a problem. The
property owners association tried a variety of methods to use these
views to get government to block the development, but to no avail.
No mechanism existed in the planning process by which the particular development could be blocked or even altered. As long as it met
minimum sanitation criteria, it was allowed to proceed.
The problem began when Ralph Webb of Laclu, Ontario,
announced that he intended to construct The Farm Trailer Park on a
recently purchased farm property. The site is situated on Highway
641 ten miles west of Kenora in northwestern Ontario (Figure 2). It
overlooks "beautiful and unpolluted Lake Lulu (Laclu) and the Falls
which runs (sic) into Lake Louise."'' A brochure promised boating,
fishing, swimming, nature trails, playground for children, "laundrymat" (sic) facilities, boat and motor rentals, guides, store, and a
trailer court with 100-150 trailer sites.
The battle was joined on September 18, 1970, when the Laclu
Campers' association, represented by Lorne Andrews (President) and
Ross Acutt (Secretary-Treasurer), appealed to Leo Bernier, the local
member of Provincial Parliament. They objected to the construction
of the trailer park on a number of grounds: fear of pollution from
boats and wastes; added boat traffic; overfishing; deteriorating condition of Highway 641; doubts about the safety of a highway bridge;
overuse of scenic areas, e.g., Laclu Falls; and overcrowding of the
lake itself. Only approximately 10 percent of the shoreline was still
Crown Land, i.e., undeveloped land owned by the provincial government, and the Ontario Department of Lands and Forests had closed
the lake for any further sale of land. It seemed to these people that
construction of the trailer court would defeat this decision to curtail
further lake development. They felt that the lake had enough
development with more than 200 camps and permanent residences
on it.
Bernier replied that he was "having the matter thoroughly investigated and this will include a review of your Association's objec1
tions., 2
11. R. Webb, The Farm Trailer Park (undated brochure). The author of the present
article is indebted to Mr. David Estrin of the Canadian Environmental Law Association and
Mr. Ross Acutt of the Laclu Campers' Association for providing access to their files on the
matter.
12. Letter from Leo Bernier to Ross Acutt, Oct. 5, 1970.
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Location of Lulu Lake, Ontario
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Similar letters to the District Forester and to the Regional Director of the Ontario Department of Lands and Forests brought the
information that when a location is patented or privately owned, the
department has no further jurisdiction over its use and that the
Ontario Departments of Health and of Tourism and Information
should be contacted.
Following their annual fall meeting on Oct. 29, 1970, the association forwarded a petition, signed by more than 400 people, stating
their grievances to Bernier. No action resulted.
Soon after Dr. P. F. Playfair, District Medical Officer of Health,
informed them that Webb had contacted his office and had been told
that a septic tank and tile bed system would not be allowed because
of the size of his proposed trailer park and the unsuitable soil conditions on the property. He would be allowed to proceed with his
proposal on the basis of either a sewage lagoon or a package mechanical treatment plant, both of which required approval from the
Ontario Water Resources Commission (OWRC), 1 I as would his water
supply.
A letter from E. J. Stone, Regional Manager of the Department of
Tourism and Information, reinforced an earlier letter from James
Auld, then Minister of that Department, that in light of the absence
of any local bylaws to the contrary, he had no recourse but to
consider Webb's application for a tourist facility license. In addition
he said:
While I understand your apprehension regarding possible pollution
and overcrowding of your lake, I believe that your association is
overestimating the effect
1 4 the proposed trailer park would have on
the ecology of the area.
In short, Stone had no legal authority to reject Webb's application,
and therefore, he issued a permit.
As suggested by the Medical Officer of Health, Acutt then contacted J. R. Marsh, District Engineer for the OWRC, and presented
the association's arguments and petition. By now the association was
getting worried; therefore, Acutt contacted a "reputable municipal
engineer," ' I who provided advice on both lagoon and mechanical
treatment systems. In the letter to Marsh Acutt made a number of
valid criticisms about the efficiency of such systems; the location,
safety and environmental effects of lagoons; current flows in the
lake; shock loading of effluents at peak use times; heavy effluent
13. Now the Water Treatment and Pollution Control Division of the Ontario Ministry of
the Environment.

14. Letter from E. J. Stone to Lac Lu Campers' Association, Nov. 18, 1970.
15. Letter from Ross Acutt to J.R. Marsh, Nov. 21, 1970.
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loads; and the availability of other nearby lakes with little present
development. Marsh replied that until the OWRC received an application for construction of a sewage system he could do nothing. He
could only inform Webb that, from a planning point of view, the
OWRC was of the opinion that this type of development, particularly
when permanent residency appears evident, should logically be
located within an organized municipality. There was no legal means,
however, to enforce this view.
Acutt then sent letters explaining the situation to George Kerr
(then Ontario Minister of Energy and Resources Management, who
had responsibility for the OWRC), J. J. Greene (Federal Minister of
Energy, Mines and Resources), and Mitchel Sharp (Federal Minister
of External Affairs). It is not clear why letters were sent to Greene or
Sharp, neither of whom had any authority in the matter; no reply
was received from either one. Kerr and Bernier replied that the
matter was being investigated.
In early 1971 Webb has retained the consulting firm of Proctor
and Redfern to design the water and sewage systems, but it was
obvious that the necessary approval could not be received before the
summer of 1971. Marsh of the OWRC informed the association that
it could do nothing to prevent Webb from operating a wilderness
trailer park at which no communal facilities would be provided.
Pailed lake water and backhouses would be the only facilities
involved, and OWRC approval for these would not be required.
In his letter of April 8, 1971, Bernier, by that time Ontario
Minister of Mines and Northern Affairs, assured the association that
the matter was being investigated.
Realizing that lack of meaningful legislation in cases such as this
one tied the hands of otherwise sympathetic officials, Acutt wrote
Kerr, then Minister of Energy and Resources Management, reiterating
the association's arguments and asking for a public hearing on the
matter under Section 32 of the OWRC Act. Emphasis was placed on
the fact that:
...notwithstanding (sic) how good a proposal this one is, it involves
an overdevelopment of this small lake for the commercial benefit of
Mr. Webb, and should not be allowed. 1 6
Mention was also made that Kerr was one of the three initiators of
the task force which wrote the "Report to the Advisory Committee
on Pollution Control and Environmental Management of Recreational Waters in Cottage Areas of Ontario."' 1
16. Letter from Ross Acutt to George Kerr, April 19, 1971.
17. March 1970.

January 19761

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

A hearing on Webb's application to construct a sewage works was
held on May 11, 1971, in Kenora by the OWRC. The association
presented a brief explaining their arguments and their petition. While
waiting for the OWRC Hearing Board" 8 to make a recommendation,
Acutt sent a further letter to Kerr elaborating on several points and
answering some questions which were raised at the hearing. He
formally requested that the OWRC conduct an ecological study of
the lake. He also noted that the consulting engineers' plans made
allowances for up to 82 house trailers and 56 tent trailers, while
Webb said that there would be only 14 house trailers and 60 tent
trailers. The consulting engineer stated that the ultimate capacity
would be 400 people, giving an average of 2.899 people per trailer,
an obviously low number considering present patterns of family
camping. Acutt computed that, using the engineer's estimate of the
working capacity of the lagoon at 257,000 cu. ft. and a population
density of 2.899 people per trailer, the development would result in
302,640 cu. ft. of sewage, 20 percent more than projected capacity;
if four people per trailer were used, the figure would be 416,160 cu.
ft., even assuming less than full capacity of the park.' ' No official
reply was made to these calculations.
On June 2, 1971, the OWRC approved Webb's application, provided that there be two lagoon cells rather than one and that the
effluent be chlorinated and/or sprayed on adjacent land if deemed
necessary. A following letter from Kerr assured Acutt that the lagoon
would be fenced to keep children and animals out and that the
Ontario Department of Health and the OWRC would inspect the site
periodically to see that it was properly maintained. He also noted
that the Ontario Departments of Municipal Affairs and of Lands and
Forests were conducting ecological studies and that he had forwarded the association's request to these departments.
Soon after Acutt was informed that an ecological study would be
conducted and that members of the Campers' Association were
requested to assist.
Acutt again wrote to Kerr on July 5, 1971, to decry the lack of a
forum for discussion on development, which was in effect the major
issue in this case, not the exact specifications of a sewage lagoon. He
also pointed out that Webb had started construction of the lagoon
before the application had been approved and that he was now
promising campers that there would be a central shower and toilet
18. Now the Environmental Hearing Board. It is important to note that under the law
this hearing would have been held anyway and that the Association's request had no effect
on whether or not it should be held.
19. Letter from Ross Acutt to George Kerr, May 30, 1971.
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facility building, an item which was not part of the plan presented to
the OWRC.
Throughout the summer members of the association assisted the
OWRC in an ecological study of the lake but heard nothing further
on their complaints to Kerr. Another letter to Kerr on September 22,
1971, pointed out that no further construction had been carried out
on the lagoons and that there were five permanent trailers on the site
but no sewage disposal or water supply facilities.
The OWRC report on Lulu Lake, dated October 4, 1971, said:
During late August-early September Lulu Lake was situated at
the borderline between heavy and nuisance growths of algae. Both
phosphorus and nitrogen levels were low during this period as much
of the nutrient had been incorporated into the algae cells for growth.
The dissolved oxygen content of the water was relatively high
throughout the water column. Some degree of oxygen depletion
occurred in the bottom waters but at present is not a serious
problem.
The data revealed that the lake is becoming enriched and will
continue to do so, whether or not further development is allowed.
The natural aging of a lake is often accelerated by human input from
agricultural runoff and cottage wastes and this may be responsible
20
for the concentrations of algae which now exist in Lulu Lake.
Acutt, on October 16, 1971, sent a rather empassioned letter to
Kerr:
We are rapidly losing faith in our country's elected officials, and
in addition, our patience is becoming strained with the lack of response or the abundance of indifference with respect to our pleas to
your1 government to preserve our lake's ecology rather than endanger
it.

2

He pointed out that the OWRC report said that the lake was becoming enriched even without further development and asked that something be done before it was too late to save the lake.
As a desperation move, Acutt wrote on October 16, 1971, to
Donald Goudy of Star Probe, a division of the Toronto Star which
handled public and consumer complaints and problems, a journalistic
ombudsman. 2 2 He requested any aid that could be given in solving
their problem and enclosed a full dossier. At the same time he contacted Terry Roberts of the Winnipeg Tribune and Fred Cleverly of
20. Letter from D. Brown, OWRC Biologist, to Ross Acutt, Oct. 4, 1971.
21. It should be noted that in nearly every case, Acutt sent multiple copies of each letter.
With this particular letter, copies were sent to sixteen different government officials, politicians and journalists.
22. Many of the Association members lived in nearby Manitoba.
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CBC-TV in Winnipeg in further attempts to publicize the issue. These
attempts at gaining publicity for the fight, however, met with little
success in either Toronto or Winnipeg.
Goudy contacted the OWRC and was informed by M. F.
Cheetham, Director of the Division of Public Relations and Information, that they were aware of the problem and had investigated it,
but could do nothing more, largely because Laclu was in an unincorporated district.
A request for help was passed on by Peter Middleton of Pollution
Probe, an environmental group based at the University of Toronto,
to the Canadian Environmental Law Association (CELA), based at
the same university. David Estrin of CELA had the case investigated
but was precluded from further action by lack of manpower.
Acutt sent a dossier on the entire matter to William Davis, Premier
of Ontario, in an attempt to initiate action from the top. Davis
replied that the concerned government agencies and departments had
given the matter every possible consideration, but that "the land
owner is quite willing to meet the requirements of the various
government agencies ... and, therefore,
there is no reason to refuse
2
to grant him a permit to operate." 3
Although Jack Davis, then Federal Minister of the Environment,
had informed them that he sympathized but could not interfere in a
provincial matter, Acutt and Andrew did not give up on the federal
level. Webb's brother had operated the local post office but had
retired. Webb himself took over the position and moved the post
office to the other end of the lake at the Farm Trailer Park. Feeling
that insult had been added to injury, Acutt and Andrew wrote to
Jean Cotd, then Federal Postmaster General, to state their case,
arguing that the new location would be inconvenient, increasing
traveling distance by up to 10 miles, and that it gave Webb a stronger
foot in the door of development. No action resulted.
By this time, members of the association had realized that they
could not expect to stop construction of the trailer park, but they
were still worried about the future of their lake. The two paths open
to them seemed to be land use zoning and pollution control.
After contacting both Premier Davis and the Ontario Department
of Municipal Affairs, they found that work was currently being
carried out on land use zoning and use capacity for recreational lakes
and that the results would not be available for some time. 24
With the cooperation of the Ontario Ministry of the Environment
23. Letter from William Davis to Lorne Andrews and Ross Acutt, Feb. 17, 1972.
24. As of this writing (May 1974) the results of this work are still not available.

NA TURA L RESOURCES JOURNAL

[Vol. 16

and local health authorities, members of the association carried out
two water quality sampling projects over the summer. In general the
lake water was bacteriologically satisfactory, but there were some
problems from individual cottages. On their own initiative the
association contacted the owners of these cottages, provided
information and persuaded many to solve the problems.
In summing up the situation, Acutt notes:
feel we have lost the fight against the trailer park and now are
concentrating our efforts in our own back yards as it were in an
effort to minimize the pollution hazard. Even at this point we seem
to [be] beating our heads against the proverbial bureaucratic brick
wall. Everyone is quite willing for us to do the work, but seems to be
beating around the bush when it comes to giving us any concrete
directions.
Because the cry "POLLUTION" (of various kinds) is so widewe
...

spread in our nation these days, it might appear that we have just
jumped on the bandwagon and want to hear ourselves talk.... this

is not the case. If it appears that I am bitter, your (sic) right, I am.
...a lot of money and valuable time has already been expended
with no tangible results. Instead of some central agency of the
government taking the bull by the horns and giving us some concrete
directions and backing, even if we had to do a major portion of their
work, it seems that all the agencies that we have dealt with are either

lazy and are using the departmental boundaries as an excuse to limit
their involvement or are afraid to cross these boundaries. We are
looking for somebody to say "This is where the buck stops." 25
THE LACLU CASE AND OPEN PLANNING
In comparing this case study to the hypothetical model of open
planning described above, it is apparent that there are a few points of
similarity. The institution initiating the plan, the developer, did
submit the plan to the appropriate government bodies at all levels,
i.e., the OWRC. There was then an opportunity for public participation at the OWRC Hearing Board, but the only topic of discussion
could be the exact details of the waste disposal system. The report
from the hearing board was reviewed by the Minister in charge of the
OWRC and authorization given. Implementation proceeded, but no
hindsight review was undertaken.
There are a number of major differences between the case study
and the hypothetical model. The real situation was much less complex with fewer steps being involved and little possibility for feedback. No opportunity existed for the institution initiating the plan to
25. Letter from Ross Acutt to Wilkinson, Jan. 21, 1973.
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present its proposal to interested members of the public, nor was
there any legal compulsion to do so except for the material necessary
for the hearing board. Nor was an opportunity provided to discuss all
aspects of the plan which might be of concern to government bodies
other than the hearing board.
The major conclusion is that the real situation as presented in this
case study is highly simplified in terms of the number and nature of
the stages involved in planning and decisionmaking, and the present
process in Ontario affords little opportunity for external input.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC PARTICIPATION AND THE
PLANNING AND DECISIONMAKING PROCESS
A major factor which makes this case unusual is that it took place
in an unincorporated district. In Ontario an unincorporated district is
a political district which is not an incorporated municipality. There
are, therefore, no municipal council or municipal land use zoning
bylaws. Because the Province of Ontario has not yet introduced
legislation regarding land use in such areas, the only mechanisms by
which control can be exercised is through other forms of governmental control, such as sanitation.
A number of valuable insights can be gained, however, if various
points in this case study are extended to cover the planning and
decision process and public participation in general.
Perhaps the most important point to note is that in Ontario in
particular and in many other political jurisdictions there are no
mechanisms in the planning process which allow for overall review of
proposed plans. For example, the only criteria to be met for development in this case were those of sanitation. The official opinions of
other government agencies on overcrowding and eutrophication
could have no effect on the matter as long as the sewage system met
minimum standards. In fact, these opinions were not at all relevant
to the jurisdiction of the public hearing held by the OWRC Hearing
Board which could only deal with design of the sewage system and
not the broader questions of development, location, or land use
zoning. It is true that, as the Premier of Ontario said in a letter, the
developer did meet the requirements of the various government
agencies. The problem is that these requirements are far from
comprehensive. If the development had taken place in an incorporated municipality, there might have been a public hearing on the
matter by the Ontario Municipal Board, but opponents of the
development would have had to prove that the project did contravene local bylaws or that the bylaws required amendment.
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The attitude of some planners, decisionmakers, and politicians
toward the public was a notable feature of this case and other cases.
It would appear that traditional decisionmakers see many resource or
environmental decisions as involving complex technical issues which
are beyond the competence of the lay public to understand. 2 6 The
reaction of several government officials-who themselves were not
expert in the field of ecology-was that the campers' association was
exaggerating the pollution problem and was not competent to deal
with it. Various officials, both elected and nonelected, often failed to
reply to the associations' letters or took inordinate lengths of time to
reply. The only result was to further alienate and frustrate concerned
citizens.
The lack of information available to the public on environmental
matters, legal positions, policy, and the means by which to become
involved were most apparent. There was no government agency
which could explain to people their rights, tell them where to obtain
help and information, explain the policy and jurisdictional situation,
or involve them in planning and decisionmaking. In brief, it was a
relatively simple task for the developer to get his plans approved, but
it was extremely difficult for the public to find out if or how they
could block or alter those plans, to say nothing of actually blocking
or altering them.
Very evident was the lack of procedures or mechanisms for public
participation in the planning and decisionmaking process. Appeals to
politicians by means of letters or petitions are not a form of participation. They are merely political pressure. Nevertheless, they are
often the only means available to the public to air its views. In this
case the campers' association made extensive and imaginative use of
these means, even going so far as to attempt, unsuccessfully, to use
the media to attract public attention. The only formal opportunity
for public participation was a public hearing by a hearing board
which could only deal with the design of the sewage system and
which had no decisionmaking power itself, being able only to
recommend action to the Minister. Quite simply, there was no legal,
formal way by which the public could force the government to deal
with the wider implications of this or any similar development. (It is
interesting to note that the concerned citizens came to realize that
the major issue was not their lake, but the planning process per se, a
point which various government officials and politicians seemed to
ignore.)
26. T. O'Riordan, Decision Making and Environmental Quality: An Analysis of a Water
Quality Issue in the Shushwap and Okanagan Valleys, British Columbia, in T. O'Riordan &
J. O'Riordan, Okanagan Water Decisions (1972).
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Finally, this case has pointed out the lack of clarity in responsibility for environmental management in Canada. Although the federal
government had no direct responsibility in this particular case, the
overall division of responsibility between the federal and provincial
governments is not clear.2 " Even within the government of Ontario
various departments held opposing views and contradictory policies.
To a certain extent this latter situation has been clarified by the
recent formation and subsequent expansion of the Ontario Ministry
of the Environment. There is, however, a lack of substantive policy
in many areas and much variation among different provincial governments. This overall confusion affected the actions of the campers'
association, whose members were confused as to which level of
government and which particular department or agency was appropriate to contact.
These various insights imply that there are three basic areas in
which change is needed: formulation of viable public participation
programs; creation of a broad policy of developing constructive
public participation; and a change in attitudes.
CONCLUSION: THE NEED FOR POLICY
Revision of legislation would be merely the first step in formulation of a broad policy of developing constructive public participation.2 8 Without such a policy, governments experimenting with
public participation cannot do so responsibly and constructively. It
would appear inevitable that experiments undertaken in isolation, on
an ad hoc basis, on the spur of the moment, or under temporary
political pressure will confuse both the public and government planners and decisionmakers, will offer inconclusive evidence as to their
success or failure, and will remain open to the accusations of manipulation or imposition. Unless such a broad policy is applicable to all
departments, agencies, boards, and commissions, lack of general
policy guidelines may result in inconsistent programs, each with its
own structure and purpose.
Such a broad policy must go beyond pious and idealistic statements about the desirability of public participation. The Ontario
government in particular and Canadian governments in general
already contain basic elements necessary for effective implementation and application of such a policy. The problem is to bring these
elements together in one major declaration that would define the
27. See, e.g., D. Gibson, The Constitutional Context of Canadian Water Planning, 7 Atia.

L. Rev. 71-92 (1969).
28. F. Bregha, supra note 10, at 37.
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nature of the commitment to public participation and clarify the
boundaries, settings and problems. 2 9
There3 0 are four basic requirements for the creation of such a
policy:
1. Legislation should be reviewed in order to eliminate obstacles,
open channels, and generally enhance the opportunities for participation;
2. A similar review of structures and procedures within the governments concerned would have to take place;
3. Flexible guidelines for the internal use of such a policy would
be developed, for without them application of a broad policy could
still remain a risky and inconclusive venture; and
4. Present attempts of the public to influence the behavior and
attitudes of governmental planners and decisionmakers would have
to be put into a different perspective in which particularly the problems of legitimacy and accountability could be dealt with in a new
way.
No broad policy promoting public participation, however, can be
successful in either the short- or long-term unless a cooperative
attitude exists on the part of all sides. It could be assumed that if the
policy allows for a truly participatoryprocess, the public will with
practice learn to optimize its inputs into the process. Perhaps the
beginnings of such a policy is outlined in a recent document, prepared by the Ontario government's Committee on Government
Productivity, entitled Citizen Involvement.3 1 Following discussions
on the characteristics of recent participation demands and the
pressures generating those demands, the report analyzes the reasons
for discouraging and encouraging participation. The conclusion
reached is that public participation has an important and legitimate
role to play in governmental planning and decisionmaking, but that
the:
... successful introduction of new forms of participation will
depend primarily on the willingness of people within and outside
government
to assume new roles and to experiment with new
32
ideas.
The report makes suggestions on a number of topics: administrative
decisions at a local level; delegating administrative responsibilities to
citizens; participation in solving regional or province-wide problems
29.
30.
31.
32.

Id.
Id.
Ontario Committee on Government Productivity, Citizen Involvement (1972).
Id. at 29.
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(through such methods as small problem solving groups, task forces,
royal commissions, white papers, and advisory groups); some changes
in government (through staff, committees, organizational development, and regional organization of government); and needed improvements in communications between citizens and government.
The problem, however, is that governments move slowly; no action
has been taken to date on these recommendations.
A possible reason for such lack of action is that there is no simple
solution to the problem of public participation. What is required is a
sincere desire to explore new ideas and to innovate.

